The path that led to the birth of the sociology of religion in Italy has been quite long and in many respects quite late in comparison with other national contexts. Among the different causes that can explain such a situation there are at least two that form the background from which the Italian way to the sociological study of religious phenomena was born: first, the particular way in which sociology started, developed and grew in Italy, and second, the role of the study of religious phenomena within the academic circles of the Italian university.
sociology could be traced back to an equivalent of philosophy, or sometimes even to the social doctrine of the Church, in this way reducing it to a set of rules regulating the behavior of the "good Catholic." Within the Catholic world, however, the suspicion remained that sociology was nothing else but a form of false knowledge, only seemingly scientific, all steeped in wrong ideological conceptions.
It was, as a result, existentialist philosophy in the Fifties of the last century that finally legitimized the birth in Italy of a sociology understood as a critical science of the human condition, conceived in the problematic nature of its social structures. Precisely in those years sociology finally began to consolidate and to be freed from the protection of philosophy, autonomously developing theories and methodologies that enabled it to study properly the changes characterizing Italian society of those years. The framework within which to apply sociological science was that of development, facing it not only from the political and economic perspective but also from the specifically social perspective. Thus in the 1950s the path of sociology was traced as a science fully legitimized and accredited in the academic ambit. In other words, given that sociology as a discipline had a slow start, the "slow start" of the sociology of religion is a reasonable consequence. To this late birth must be added the role, first marginal then totally absent, of the religious sciences within the academic world, inasmuch as the teaching of theology in the state universities was abolished immediately after the establishment of the national state 1861 (Ferrari 1968) . This abolition, as well as the lack of development of the other social sciences linked to the study of religion, is to be partly related to the idealistic prejudice toward religious phenomena, a prejudice, however, that met the suspicion of the Catholic ecclesiastical authorities toward scholars who approached religious phenomena independently from the "official" teaching of the magisterium. In other words, the will of control by the ecclesiastical institution did not play in favor of the establishment of the social sciences of religion in the academic ambit, and this "suspicion" carried strong weight for many decades. This convergence of obstacles and misunderstandings on both the secular and the ecclesiastical sides ended up being an obstacle to the establishment of the sociological study of the religious phenomena. This prevented the public recognition of a body of knowledge that was needed to strengthen and develop institutional ligitimacy in the academic ambit as well as providing scholars capable of rigorously investigating the methodologies of a still young discipline.
After all these premises, the aim of this chapter is surely not to offer a comprehensive survey of the sociology of religion in Italy, a still young discipline, but rather to present some lines of interpretation that will allow us to understand how we got, in the course of last century, to work out a particular modality
